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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

One of the critical challenges facing companies
today is an overall shortage of  management talent,
and the potential for not having the right leaders in
place to meet future business challenges.  Often the
best and most cost effective source for finding
strong leaders is within your own organization. But
the process for identifying and/or developing new
leaders can be daunting and risky.

Duncan Mathison, Managing Director of Executive
Coaching at DBM believes that the key to ensuring
an organization has the leaders it needs when it
needs them is to accelerate the performance of high
potential leaders, so that their skills and leadership
abilities are as strong as possible when they are
needed. 

"We've seen a significant shift in our workforce,"
Mathison reports, "a shift driven by three factors
that are converging to create 'the perfect storm.'"
The first factor is the retirement age of many in our
organizations' leadership1, which is creating a
demand to replace current leadership.1 The second
is that there is truly a smaller pool of talent. If you
look at the percentage of unemployed college grad-
uates over the age of 25 in just the past three years,
it's dropped from three point two percent to two
point one percent. Finally, organizations are
becoming flatter.  The implications of this are the 

challenges of being able to prepare individuals to
make the significant leaps in capability that are
required when someone moves from a functional
management role to a cross-functional leadership
role. Above all, Mathison believes, these three fac-
tors are the strongest argument for the develop-
ment of programs that prepare new leaders to step
quickly into leadership positions.

Organizations with effective succession planning
policies in place have already taken steps to meet
this challenge and curtail its consequences.
Forward-thinking companies include leadership
development as part of their succession strategy, yet
this may not be enough, according to Mathison.

Through a discussion lead by Duncan Mathison
with several experts in the field of leadership devel-
opment, this paper will examine the following top-
ics:
- The impact of leadership development on share-
holder value
- Identifying and distinguishing between high-per-
formance and high-potential employees
- The right investment to prepare high-potential
employees and realize the best return for your
development dollar
- Development strategies that build leadership skills
as well as those that can hinder performance

STRATEGIC VALUE OF HIGH POTENTIAL
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

The research is clear: better leadership drives bot-
tom-line profits.  The top 10% of high performing
leadership talent accounts for nearly two times the
profit over the middle 80% of leadership, as shown
in Figure 12. 

The percentage of unem-
ployed college graduates
over the age of twenty-five
has dropped in just the
past three years, from 3.2%
to 2.1%.
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The metric shown in Figure 1 underscores the
importance of leadership development. Yet how
best does an organization focus development
resources? Judith Glaser, CEO of Benchmark
Communications, Inc., believes, "Most vital in high
potential programs and developing high potential
leaders, is putting together a program and engaging
potential leaders in a way that uplifts them and
focuses them on the strategic initiatives that are
driving the organization's success.  It's important
that they're participating not only in real-life work
that needs to be done, but in work that helps build
the strategic direction in which the company is
headed." Mathison goes on to say that when consid-
ering the creation of assignments in a development
program, "Don't assign them 'make-work' opportu-
nities; they really need to be linked to where the
organization is moving, and their talent leveraged

within a very specific context of what the organiza-
tion is trying to achieve." 

Paul Bly, Senior Manager of Talent Management at
the Thomson Corporation raises another aspect of
a high potential leadership development program
that may be overlooked. "We have to take into
account those who are not included in a high
potential program. One of my concerns is what
happens to those people who are high performers -
- people we absolutely need to keep in an organiza-
tion and are essential to success -- but we don't
think they're going to advance beyond their current
level. One of the things we can do to help manage
their disappointment - often around seeing they're
being passed over for new opportunities - is being
very clear about the criteria and expectations used
for inclusion in the high potential program, so it's
not seen as some mysterious black box or that some
people are being given special treatment." Bly
believes that while high performing employees
passed over for a high potential program may still
be disappointed, with clear criteria and expecta-
tions and proper communication, they will under-
stand the value they bring to the organization.

Figure 1

High-potential leaders need to
be linked to where the organiza-
tion is moving, and their talent
leveraged within a very specific
context of what the organization
is trying to achieve.
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Regardless of the particular leadership develop-
ment program chosen in the end, Mathison and
others agree that it has to reach deep enough into
the organization to build bench strength. Figure 2
illustrates the importance of high potential bench
strength and its relationship to the return on invest-
ment (ROI) for a development program.

On this point, Mathison cautions that disappoint-
ment with being passed over for a promotion or
development program may link back to whether or
not these individuals received good career counsel-
ing when they accepted their role. "I've worked with
executives who have failed in their organizations
and have been terminated," says Mathison.  "When
one examines what they really enjoyed and valued
in their career, those aspects may not have aligned
with a higher level of leadership responsibility.

While they may have liked the idea of a senior-level
title, when they look at the work involved, it seems
neither satisfying nor engaging, and ultimately isn't
all that appealing to them." 

To address this issue, Estrella Parker, Director of
HR Technology and Operations at Clorox
Corporation, recommends "A company needs to
already have in place a strong focus on develop-
ment of people and a culture of engagement in gen-
eral. It's realistic to expect that people can go in and
out of being a high potential, depending on their
situation. You want to be able to engage people con-
sistently, so that when they're back on track they're
still with your organization." With a solid founda-
tion in development, maintains Parker, employees
who are high performers but not necessarily high
potential leaders "get the message that the organiza-
tion values them and still invests in their develop-
ment." Mathison agrees that part of the answer to
the issue of those not included in a high potential
program is to "make sure that high performers still
have a development program and a career track."

Figure 2

A company needs to already
have in place a strong focus on
development of people and a cul-
ture of engagement in general.
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One fact that might be discussed with all employees
is that being a high performer doesn't necessarily
lead to a high potential for leadership, as illustrated
in Figure 3.

HIGH PERFORMERS VS. HIGH POTENTIALS

This discussion leads Mathison to another aspect of
leadership development. He recalls an example
about an executive in a fast-food chain who wanted

to move to a greater leadership role in the compa-
ny. Her CEO suggested that one way to do this was
to essentially accept a demotion in order to gain
experience by running a field operation. Mathison
observes that the path to leadership doesn't neces-
sarily mean frequent and successive promotions.
Mathison and others emphasize the importance of

an on-going dialogue that helps people develop in
their current roles and provides a platform on
which they can qualify for other opportunities.

"I think perhaps the concept here is the 'career lat-
tice' versus the 'career ladder,' says Mark Walztoni,
Managing Director of The Center for Effective
Leadership Change. "In fact as we think of all the
experiences a high-potential needs in a portfolio,
some of those experiences may indeed be lateral."
This is why Walztoni feels that communication and
candor are critical parts of a leadership develop-
ment program. "I think the traditional view of high
potentials is just up and up, and that can lead to a
point where someone is missing a key developmen-
tal experience. Then, when they get to that penulti-
mate position, the head of a business unit or group,
the missing developmental experience now
becomes their Achilles' heel." Thus, communicat-
ing to a high potential that leadership development
may not necessarily follow a linear, upward path is
essential, "otherwise someone who doesn't under-
stand this may simply leave the company," Walztoni
says.

Figure 3

"As we think of all the experi-
ences a high potential needs in
a portfolio, some of those
experiences may indeed be
lateral."
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"We can spend too much time on the labeling,
rather than on the comment made earlier about
having a developmental culture," observes Richard
Fluri, Chief HR Officer at Drinker, Biddle, & Reath
LLP. "Where you're developing a corps of key man-
agers and leaders the labeling can be problematic,
because quite frankly things do change, and people
do move in and out of being high potential. When
you label someone as high potential and later not,
that's a difficult conversation to have with someone.
So I would spend more time on the developmental
process to grow leaders." Fluri notes that with more
time spent on development in general, managers
can scrutinize how assignments are chosen for high
potential or high performance employees. "You
might have a situation in Asia that calls for a high
performer, someone who can hit the ground run-
ning, rather than sending a high potential to gain
experience. So I would spend less time on labeling."

Most companies do not have unlimited resources to
develop everyone, not do they have unlimited
development opportunities. Mathison agrees, "I
have some concerns about the "high potential"
label, because there's all sorts of baggage associated
with that it. It suggests you've arrived at some level
of performance, but does that really drive or chal-
lenge people to the next level? Around this labeling
issue, the communication plan has to be more than
just telling them it's part of an overall development
strategy, because people will figure it out if they're
being used differently than their peers."

Judith Glaser recommends, "Instead of getting

caught up in labels that have a judgmental nature -
you're in or you're out - which creates a sense of
'dis-empowerment' to those who fall out of a cate-
gory considered 'good,' talk to people about their
aspirations and opportunities. In other words,
encourage people to think about where they want
to be, how they want to grow, and how an organiza-
tion can find opportunities to let them exercise
some of the leadership skills they'd like to develop
that also contribute to the organization. I believe
that's a vital conversation, because it looks for
where there's mutual support and gain with both
parties, and it removes the sense of judgment from
the conversation."

Yet Mathison has talked to senior executives who
like to define people as high potential and tell them
about high potential leader development programs,
because it gives people something to which they
can aspire. "It brings up questions:  To what degree
is there a dialogue between an individual and an
executive team or committee where it's stated that
the individual will be given specific developmental
assignments? Do you involve the individual, or is
this a more covert activity?

In Walztoni's experience, activity toward undis-
closed goals in its extreme can lead to people find-
ing out that they are considered a high potential
employee during the exit interview. Fluri adds that
if a high potential leader who leaves the company
voluntarily discovers his or her status during the
exit interview, then the individual probably wasn't
managed properly at all, and the organization failed
to meet his or her needs.  Avoiding unnecessary
turnover of high potentials through intentional
management and communication is crucial
because the talent pool for replacing high potentials
will increasingly be one of less capable leaders.

"Quite frankly things do
change, and people do
move in and out of being
high-potential leaders."
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Mark Walztoni believes that "true high potential
talent is owned by the organization and not a busi-
ness unit." In the example of a high potential
unaware of that status until the exit interview,
Walztoni describes this as a case were the unit man-
ager was afraid the individual would be tapped for
a larger role in the organization outside the manag-
er's unit. 

Mathison underscores the importance of manager
involvement in leadership development referencing
research on employee engage-
ment. Employees identified man-
ager interest in their careers as a
key factor of engagement but
conversely rated their managers'
ability to support their careers as
a "dead last" competency. In other
words, Mathison observes, "man-
agers certainly have insight and
influence about their peoples'
careers, but developing those
careers isn't perceived to be part
of their core skill set." 

LEADERSHIP SUCCESS FACTORS

Leadership success as well as career
alignment hinges on three factors:  Can
do, Will do, and Fit, as shown in Figure
5.

Mathison finds that issues around what
a potential leader will do and how he or
she fits into a leadership role can be
obscured by what a person can do, and
fit and ability are behind nearly 100% of
leadership failure.

"Can do" are the competencies of intelligence,
knowledge, and experience that drive early career
high performers by providing a functional founda-
tion for their future growth. "Will do" can vary over
the length of a career. It has a rational component as
individuals weigh where to put their energies and
focus. "Will do" drives the "above and beyond"
behavior needed for personal development, but it
can be derailed by a bad boss, the absence of devel-
opment planning conversations with talent, or sim-

Figure 43

Figure 5
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ply by being overlooked. "Fit" is the cause of most
failures of leadership. Critical self-awareness, feed-
back, and appropriate action are essential to achiev-
ing fit, as are high-quality professional relationships
based on the free flow of information. Mathison
identifies engagement and desire/aspiration as the
key competencies in "will do," and the ability to
learn and adapt as the key competency of "fit."

The importance of communication to high-poten-
tials has previously been discussed. Key leadership
conversations refine identified targeted candidates.
Mathison provides a four-square model to demon-
strate the process [see Figure 6].

The key here is to carefully assess those who are
high-performers but may not have all the qualities
associated with high potentials, in terms of long-
term career fit to the organization. "Sometimes they
attempt to become high performers at all costs,"
Mathison warns, "and the 'noise' they create can be
problematic." They may or may not change, but
they can create "workarounds" to minimize the

impact of their weaknesses. "The litmus test is that
truly successful people develop because they know
themselves better, they seek out feedback on their
own, and they act more often on the feedback," says
Mathison. When selecting high potentials, identify
those qualities in addition to the "will do" qualities
essential for the above and beyond behavior
required for development.

THE PROS AND CONS OF "CRUCIBLES"

The "70-20-10" rule of career development states
that 70% of development comes from experience,
20% from learning from others, and 10% from self-
development, training, and further education4.
The issue of developmental "crucibles5,"  and their
importance as a testing ground for high potential
leaders relates directly to the experiential aspect of
career development. Developmental assignments
that have high stakes, i.e. special projects, deliver-
ables with tight deadlines, or the necessity to put
together and lead a team on short notice are essen-
tial. "Hardships and challenge matter more to the

Figure 6
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development of high-potential leader than just hav-
ing the experience," Mathison observes, "because
such experiences keep the best people engaged.
Leadership challenge, in fact, can be built in to the
assignment's structure."

But Mathison and others caution there are draw-
backs. There's resistance to "betting the business"
on untried leadership, and too many short rotation-
al assignments can actually hurt development. "We
tend to give high potential leaders more of the busy
work at the task level and that, in fact, misses the
power of what a high potential initiative should be
about, which is the deeper challenges that are more
complex," says Judith Glaser. Perhaps the biggest
drawback is that the weaknesses of high potential
leaders in a crucible situation may be diagnosed by
their failures rather than their successes. One way
to avoid pitfalls is to determine beforehand an
assignment's learning potential. Most assignments
have learning potential, but it's important that the
potential is what the employee needs. For most
high potential leaders, assignments need to include
personal challenges, people, business, and project
management, and provide core job experience.

ACCELERATED PERFORMANCE: 
LINK IMPROVED LEARNING AND EXPERI-
ENCE TO BUSINESS OUTCOMES

High potential leaders can deliver positive contri-
butions more quickly with a focused development
program, that is, one that links learning and expe-
rience to business results. An organizational culture
of talent development, as Estrella Parker recom-
mends above, are crucial. Criteria for selection and
entry into the program need to be clearly commu-
nicated and consistent with an organization's val-
ues. Furthermore, as Mathison and others have

argued, any discussions with high potentials must
be integrated into a broader talent management
review process. The key players in an accelerated
performance program partnership form a
"Development Review Board" for an individual.
This board would include the high potential
employee and his or her professional network, a
manager, an executive development coach, and a
development review board to target developmental
elements interact in concert to affect the four major
steps of an accelerated performance process:

AWARENESS, ANALYSIS, ACTION, AND
ACHIEVEMENT

Checking for the completion of these four steps will
increase the outcomes of personal and business
success for leadership talent and the organization.

AWARENESS
Mathison observes that self-assessment is rarely
accurate about the individual's people skills. This
cuts both ways: Top performers consistently rate
themselves lower than derailed performers. In
addition to critical self-assessment, then, 360-
degree feedback coupled with a discussion of career
goals helps provide the awareness of where an indi-
vidual is and what his or her development needs
are.

ANALYSIS
This step links development needs to assignment
demands. This is where the insight of a develop-
ment review board are crucial, in order to align
assignments with the overall mission of the organi-
zation. The alignment exercise also ensures that
high potential leaders see the value of their assign-
ments to the company. The analytical process
allows the parties to focus on the high risk of over-
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using strengths, and identifies opportunities for the
high potential to expand and manage professional
relationships.

ACTION
The focus now shifts to an action plan. An action
plan is most powerful when what the development
review board wants the high potential to learn and
accomplish in an assignment is linked with the
business outcome of the project. In this way the
power and knowledge of the executive coach, men-
tor, manager, HR leader, and expanded profession-
al network can be leveraged for the best results.

ACHIEVEMENT
In the end, all parties involved want achievement:
successful completion of a project, and the attain-
ment of improved leadership skills. To this end,
Mathison counsels a 6- to 12-month coaching peri-
od, but in the context of the assignment at hand.
The coach could be a more or less constant pres-
ence, or could step in at critical times and then step
back.  It's also important to regularly measure busi-
ness and developmental success during the course
of the assignment, maintain independent and
informal feedback, and modify the action plan with
new goals and review board feedback.

CONCLUSION

Development of effective leadership is directly
linked to business success. The criticality of this
link, coupled with the inexorable demographic
reality of the graying Baby Boomer generation, pro-
vide strong arguments for programs that nurture
high potential leaders and accelerate their integra-
tion into organizational leadership positions. High
levels of performance and low levels of turnover
among the best leaders provide compelling ROI fig-

ures for investment in leadership development pro-
grams. 

Yet, as has been discussed, leadership development
programs are most effective when they are an inte-
gral part of an organization's culture and overall
talent development and succession plans.  Many -
in fact most - high performer failures are ultimate-
ly due to a lack of assessment, proper communica-
tion, and appropriate deployment. A company-
wide development plan for both high performers
and high potential leaders is important, so that all
employees, as Estrella Parker said earlier in this
paper, "Get the message that the organization val-
ues them and invests accordingly in their develop-
ment." An organization that thinks this way has
already discerned the value of great leadership.

1 The U.S. Bureau of Labor statistics states that 35.8 million

people will become eligible for retirement during the next

eight years.
2 John H. Zenger, Joseph Folkman, The Extraordinary

Leader: Turning Good Managers into Great Leaders, 2002

McGraw-Hill, NY
3 ibid
4 Linda Hodge, President, Hodge & Associates
5 A crucible is a cup-shaped container used to heat chemicals

or metals to very high temperatures.

Based on the Human Capital Institute webcast,
Accelerating the Performance of High-Potential
Leaders, March 27, 2007
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